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[The following article by Larry Luxner is reprinted with the permission of Noticias Aliadas in Lima,
Peru. It first appeared in the Oct. 8, 1998, edition of the weekly publication Latinamerica Press.]
Latin American countries are being courted by US companies eager for a slice of the region's
multibillion- dollar military pie. The massive US defense contractors Lockheed-Martin and Boeing
are anticipating a Chilean contract for fighter jets that could be worth up to US$1 billion. Last
December, Litton Industries announced that its Mississippi- based shipbuilding division had
won a US$315-million contract with the Venezuelan government to overhaul and modernize two
Venezuelan navy frigates. In January, Brazil announced it would pay US$70 million for 20 A-4
Skyhawk helicopters to be deployed on its aging Minas Gerais aircraft carrier. As late as 1995, such
deals would have been unthinkable.
Since Jimmy Carter sat in the White House (1976-1980), South America had been excluded from
the market for US-made high- tech weaponry because of flagrant human rights violations by rightwing dictatorships. As a result, many Latin American militaries turned to Russia, France, Israel,
and China for everything from guns to grenades. That changed in August 1997 when President Bill
Clinton's administration, saying the US needed to enhance its credibility among Latin American
armies and discourage "destabilizing acquisitions," reversed the longstanding prohibition against
arms sales to the region (see NotiSur, 04/18/97, 08/08/97, 05/28/98).
"Our sole interest was in changing the overall policy on Latin America...[to] look at arms sales on
a case-by-case basis," said Joel Johnson, vice president of international affairs at the Aerospace
Industries Association, a Washington- based trade group representing 54 US defense contractors.
"Latin America is a modest-size market, which has growth potential over the next decade and has
modernization requirements."
The new US policy has been criticized by several think tanks such as the Washington Office on Latin
America (WOLA), which warns that lifting the arms ban "threatens to divert resources from social
and economic investments" throughout the region while spurring an arms race between adversaries
like Ecuador and Peru. This fear is echoed by human rights groups, which claim that human rights
violations, while not as overt as in past decades, still occur and that impunity is rampant.
The Ecuador-Peru conflict also raises other questions. During the brief border conflict between
the two countries in February 1995, Argentina apparently smuggled weapons to Ecuador, even
though it is one of the four guarantor countries (Brazil, Chile, and the US are the others) charged
with enforcing a 1941 border agreement (see NotiSur, 09/18/98). A study issued in mid-June 1998
by Forecast International/DMS says Latin America will spend US$262 billion on defense during the
next 10 years, with US$78.7 billion of that going to procurement. Since the end of the Cold War, says
analyst Tom Baranauskas, "defense companies are scrambling for whatever contracts they can get."
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The study, entitled Resurging Latin American Defense Markets, predicts that between now and
2007 Latin American militaries will buy 213 new and used fighter jets; 142 advanced, 51 intermediate
and 173 primary trainers; and nine heavy, 101 medium and 66 light transport planes. The study
also foresees the purchase of 460 helicopters. The end of the ban could clear the way for several big
deals, such as Chile's proposed purchase of fighter jets. Among the models being considered are
Lockheed-Martin's F-16, Boeing's F/A-18, France's Mirage, and the JAS-39, made by a SwedishBritish consortium.
The US's biggest competitors, Johnson says, are France, which manufactures Mirage-5 fighter jets;
Israel, which has supplied Pythons to both Chile and Brazil; Great Britain, which makes Hawk 100s;
and former Soviet republics such as Belarus, which recently sold MiG-29 jets to Peru. Johnson says
the best US customers in Latin America are Brazil, Argentina, and Chile, which have the highest
per capita income. Colombia will get about US$37 million worth of US spare parts, communications
equipment, ammunition, and helicopter maintenance in fiscal 1998 as part of a US decision to help
the government fight insurgents and drug traffickers.
Russia, burdened with its own financial troubles, is also looking to Latin America for possible
weapons sales. Alexander Drobyshevsky, spokesman for the Russian Air Force, said during an Aug.
10 international arms conference outside Moscow that Brazil, Colombia, Cuba, Ecuador, Mexico,
Nicaragua, and Peru are already strong clients for Russian armaments, and that Argentina, Chile,
and Venezuela offer potential. He said Russian weapons manufacturers will not only offer Latin
American buyers the most-advanced systems, but will also consider assembling weapons locally
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